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Abstract: This study examined the strategic planning practices of county-level
emergency management agencies (EMAs), with a specific focus on strategic
planning adoption and its relationship to local program quality. The study utilized
a descriptive, cross-sectional survey design to collect planning- and programrelated data from more than 300 county-level EMAs across the United States. The
study findings revealed that most of the county EMAs included in the final sample
had previously engaged in strategic planning activities, with nearly all of them
continuing to use strategic planning as part of their general management practice.
The study findings further revealed that strategic planning had a direct and significant impact on the overall quality of local emergency management programs,
and that the strategic planning EMAs had significantly higher mean quality scores
across all program dimensions when compared to the non-strategic planning
EMAs.
Keywords: emergency management, strategic planning, strategic management,
planning process, program management, public administration

1 Introduction
The growing challenges of the hazard environment have inspired fundamental
changes in how emergency management agencies (EMAs) operate and serve their
broader constituencies. Across the nation, and among all levels of government,
these agencies have been engaged in efforts to restructure if not reinvent their
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operations to not only improve their performance but also respond more effectively
to impending hazards and disasters. Along with increasing political complexity,
the operational environments for these agencies have become more turbulent and
interconnected, such that slight perturbations in one institutional system can now
spread and reverberate to other systems in swift and unpredictable ways (Comfort,
Boin, and Demchak 2010; O’Leary and Bingham 2009). Even the boundaries that
once separated individual disciplines, sectors, and policy domains have begun to
erode, leaving ﬁrst-responder, emergency management, and other government
(and community) organizations more dependent on one another than ever before
(Kapucu, Arslan, and Demiroz 2010; Kettl 2006; Waugh and Tierney 2007). Further
compounding these issues is the fact that many EMAs struggle with goal ambiguity, decisional uncertainty, and the looming paradox of having to do more with
less, all of which threaten organizational effectiveness (Canton 2007).
Taken together, these challenges reinforce the notion that proper solutions
cannot emanate from past perspectives or more traditional management responses.
Rather, the ability to counter these issues, and to build the capacities necessary to
manage hazard and disaster problems, demands that emergency managers begin
thinking, learning, and responding in more strategic ways. As Bryson argues (2004),
public managers, including those charged with emergency management roles and
responsibilities, must become more “effective strategists if [their] organizations are to
fulﬁll their missions, meet their mandates, satisfy their constituents, and create
public value in the years ahead” (pp. xi–xii). Strategic planning, in turn, provides a
set of concepts, procedures, and tools that are designed to accomplish these very
tasks (Bryson 2004, 2010; Poister 2010; Vinzant and Vinzant 1996). When executed
properly, strategic planning unfolds as a dynamic process that allows public organizations to clarify their overriding missions; analyze and comprehend their environments; evaluate their internal strengths and weaknesses; identify and prioritize
strategic issues; establish strategic goals and objectives; and better align their capabilities with external conditions and ongoing service demands. As such, strategic
planning is often deﬁned as a “disciplined effort to produce fundamental decisions
and actions that shape and guide what an organization (or other entity) is, what it does,
and why it does it” (Bryson and Roering 1988; Bryson 2004, p. 6).

2 Strategic Planning in Emergency Management
In his seminal text, Canton (2007) argues that strategic planning serves as the
cornerstone of the emergency management program – the proverbial “glue” that
binds the program’s disparate elements together and assures that its resulting
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activities are properly aligned with a common vision of community resilience.
Not only can strategic planning provide a solid foundation for the program but it
can also help establish – through collective deliberation and strategy development – the various pathways for best achieving the program’s mission,
improving its overall quality and performance, and ensuring its “public value” to
relevant stakeholders and the general populace (Canton 2007). Along with its
prospective beneﬁts, strategic planning has also been identiﬁed as a “best
practice” and “core element” under the Emergency Management Accreditation
Program (EMAP) and the National Fire Protection Association’s (NFPA) Standard
on Disaster/Emergency Management and Business Continuity Programs. The
NFPA standard, for instance, speciﬁes that all entities – including local jurisdictions – should engage in strategic planning and develop executive policies
that deﬁne the overriding vision, mission, and goals of their respective programs
(NFPA 2013). Building on this language, the EMAP standard requires that any
entity or jurisdiction seeking accreditation must also have a well-documented
program, which includes the development of a “multiyear strategic plan … [and]
a method for implementation” (EMAP 2013, p. 4). Beyond these speciﬁc elements, the EMAP and NFPA standards further require that jurisdictions establish
measurable performance objectives across all program areas, and that they
develop mechanisms for performance monitoring and evaluation to promote
objective achievement and continuous program improvement. Taken together,
these standards provide a framework for effective strategic planning and program management – ensuring that all actions are tied to speciﬁc objectives, that
speciﬁc objectives support broader goals, that broader goals are linked to program strategies, that program strategies reﬂect the program mission, and that the
program mission supports the overriding program vision.
However, while the importance of strategic planning in emergency management is well founded, even codified in the EMAP and NFPA standards, no empirical
studies have been conducted to evaluate its actual use or overall effectiveness
within the emergency management context. As Choi (2008) illustrates, “researchers have not paid much attention to studies on the application of strategic
management to emergency management” (p. 1). In fact, one could argue that only a
handful of researchers have made any meaningful references to strategic planning
in the emergency management literature, and even those references provide little
more than conceptual and prescriptive guidance (as opposed to being supported
by empirical or data-driven evidence). Aside from Canton’s (2007) seminal text,
most researchers have merely highlighted the need for emergency managers to
embrace broader perspectives (Britton 2001; McEntire, Fuller, Johnston and Weber
2002; Mileti 1999) and to adopt more strategic approaches when dealing with the
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complexities of risk- and disaster-related problems (Canton 2007; Choi 2008;
Drabek 2003; Heath 1995; McGuire and Schneck 2010; Schneider 2003). As such,
this study seeks to ﬁll at least some of this critical void by examining the strategic
planning practices of county-level EMAs throughout the United States, with a
speciﬁc focus on strategic planning adoption and its relationship to local program
quality. More speciﬁcally, the study will attempt to address the following research
questions: How many county-level EMAs are engaged in strategic planning activities? Does strategic planning enhance the quality of county-level emergency
management programs?

3 Strategic Planning in Public Organizations
Strategic planning is a crucial element in the strategic management of any public organization (Joyce 1999; Koteen 1997; Nutt and Backoff 1992; Steiss 2003).
However, according to Bryson (2010), “strategic planning is not any one thing, but
is instead an adaptable set of concepts, procedures, tools, and practices intended
to help people and organizations ﬁgure out what they should be doing, how, and
why” (p. S257). Bardach (1998) describes strategic planning as a systematic method
for “interacting with a situation that is intended to produce some result … [and]
involves taking advantage of some latent opportunity for creating value” (p. 36). In
this sense, strategic planning is heavily focused on the organization – much like
other forms of planning – but the planning process is far more dynamic and
systems-oriented when compared to more traditional planning models (i. e., longrange planning) (Bryson 2004; Eadie 1983; Nutt and Backoff 1992). Not only are
traditional approaches to organizational planning more static and inward looking,
but they also address strategic issues from the narrow conﬁnes of department-level
operations planning and budget projections (Eadie and Steinbacher 1985). Such
approaches are often limited and provide minimal value to organizational development, particularly in the wake of problem complexity and/or rapidly changing
conditions. Strategic planning, on the other hand, gives equal weight to environmental awareness and fosters broad interdisciplinary collaboration when
attempting to resolve complex issues and further strengthen organizational capacity. As a result, strategic planners (and managers) remain ever cognizant of
organizational purpose, mission, and vision; internal and external forces and
contingencies; strategic needs and impending issues; strategies and alternative
courses of action; implementation requirements and associated processes; and the
impacts of stakeholder demands and other sociopolitical inﬂuences (Bryson 2004,
2010; Steiss 2003).
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4 Research on Strategic Planning in Public
Organizations
Research on public sector strategic planning has traced this development since the
1970s, with most studies offering either prescriptive (i. e., what ought to be done) or
descriptive (i. e., what is being done) findings (Wolf and Floyd 2013). During the
1980s and 1990s, the research scope expanded to more empirical articles that
examined the relationships between strategic planning and various organizational
characteristics, such as organizational capacity, internal structure, and ﬁnancial
performance (Andrews, Boyne, and Walker 2006; Boyne 2001; Wolf and Floyd
2013). Following Mintzberg’s (1994) inﬂuential critique, the research not only
expanded once again but also began shifting from the traditional focus on rational,
centralized planning processes to more systemic perspectives and the broader
elements of social and political complexity (Bryson 2004; Innes and Booher 2010;
Mintzberg 1999; Steiss 2003; Wolf and Floyd 2013). Throughout these changing
periods however, one undeniable fact has remained: management matters (Meier
and O’Toole 2002), and the application of effective management tools (i. e.,
strategy development, strategic planning, etc.), coupled with heightened levels of
managerial capability can mean the difference between organizational success
and failure (Boyne 2003; Bryson 2004; Poister and Streib 1990, 1999).

4.1 Strategic Planning and Performance in Public
Organizations
As Boyne and Walker (2010) denote, the claim that strategic capability is necessary
for good performance revolves around three primary assumptions. The ﬁrst
assumption, once again, is that management matters (Meier and O’Toole 2002) and
that the application of effective management tools (i. e., strategic planning) can
mean the difference between organizational success and failure (Boyne 2003;
Poister and Streib 1990, 1999). The second assumption is that the concepts of
strategy and performance are naturally linked through a number of causal
mechanisms. For example, organizational strategies that are coupled with identiﬁable goals and objectives, or directly tied to performance management systems
often generate more support and commitment than those that are disconnected
from these elements. A ﬁnal assumption – which is intimately tied to the previous
assumptions – is that the capacities for strategic planning and management vary
signiﬁcantly among public organizations throughout the levels of government. As
a result, differences in performance outcomes cannot be viewed in isolation of
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strategic variances, as most public organizations not only differ in the ways they
approach their operating environments but also in how they execute their work.
With this understanding, Boyne and Walker (2010) argue that “strategy shapes the
impact of external and internal constraints on performance, and is [at least] in
theory, both directly and indirectly related to performance” (p. S187).
While not firmly established in public sector research, numerous studies
provide supportive evidence on the link between strategic planning and improved
organizational (or programmatic) outcomes. Across these studies, the impacts of
strategic planning are generally conceived as occurring in three fundamental
stages: establishing strategic direction (meta-outcomes), enhancing management
and organizational capacities (proximate outcomes), and inspiring long-term
changes in organizational performance (distal outcomes) (Poister, Pitts, and
Edwards 2010; Wolf and Floyd 2013). The ﬁrst stage deals with clarifying organization mission and purpose, identifying and prioritizing strategic issues, and
developing overarching goals and objectives that guide the organization toward
some visionary state or future position (Bryson 2004; Joyce 1999; Nutt and Backoff
1992; Steiss 2003). The second stage often results in improved capabilities for
responding to conditions of uncertainty and rapid environmental change (Bryson
and Roering 1988); enhanced managerial, technical, and analytical capacities
(Nutt and Backoff 1992); stronger partnerships, sociopolitical support, and
stakeholder relations (Backoff, Wechsler, and Crew 1993; Joyce 1999); and more
effective leadership and program development (Bryson 2004). The third stage, on
the other hand, deals primarily with changes in service delivery, regulatory
functions, and other government activities. Such outcomes include “more efﬁcient
operations, higher levels of productivity, improved service quality, more costeffective programs, and increased customer satisfaction” (Poister, Pitts, and
Edwards 2010, p. 528).
While all these stages are relevant to understanding the relationship between
strategic planning and organizational (or program) performance, few studies have
attempted to evaluate the distal effects of strategic planning because of the
inherent difficulties in measuring long-term performance outcomes. Indeed, many
studies of strategic planning impacts in private sector firms have focused primarily
on financial performance measures, such as profit, sales growth, and return on
investment (Boyd 1991; Miller and Cardinal 1994; Wolf and Floyd 2013). Not only do
such measures provide a narrow view of organizational performance, even in the
private sector, but they are even less appropriate for public sector analysis for three
fundamental reasons. First, public organizations generally operate with no “bottom line” or proﬁt motive, so traditional indicators of ﬁnancial performance are
often not available (Bryson 2004; Niven 2008; Poister 2003). Second, even when
secondary ﬁnancial measures are available (i. e., measures of efﬁciency, cost
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effectiveness, etc.), they only provide partial assessments of a much larger performance construct. As Phillips and Moutinho (2000) denote, performance is a
theoretical construct that references the positive accomplishments of a given
organizational unit, which may be process- and/or results-oriented and include
various measures of service quality, effectiveness, and satisfaction. A third and
ﬁnal reason is that the meaning of good performance in any public organization is
often a matter of politics and subjective opinion (Frederickson and Smith 2003;
Halachmi 1986; Nutt and Backoff 1992; Ring and Perry 1985; Rosenbloom and
Kravchuk 2005). These ﬁndings underscore the need for public organizations to
employ a mix of performance measures when evaluating their operations (Poister
2003; Davidson 2005; Weiss 1998). They further imply the need for public managers to understand that establishing clear strategic direction and strengthening
organizational capacities greatly enhances the prospects for improved long-term
organizational performance, thus highlighting the utility of more proximate
outcome measures (Poister, Pitts, and Edwards 2010). However, regardless of the
mix chosen, it is imperative that all measures selected adhere to the guiding
standards of validity, reliability, legitimacy, and functionality (Davidson 2005;
Bouchaert 1993; Boyne, Meier, O’Toole, and Walker 2006; Poister 2003; Weiss
1998).

5 Strategic Planning and Emergency Management
Program Quality
As previously noted, the political nature of public organizations often makes it very
difficult to measure performance outcomes and subsequently evaluate the complexities of the strategic planning-performance relationship. Moreover, the unique
features of many public organizations suggest that existing research models may
not be directly transferrable to differing organizational contexts. While such difficulties are rather ubiquitous across public sectors, they are especially relevant to
the context of local government emergency management. As Jensen (2011) argues,
measuring program outcomes can be challenging and often results in “a blurry and
fractured picture of our overall preparedness” (p. i). Henstra (2010) conﬁrms this
reality and further notes that, aside from the occurrence of actual disasters, which
are rare at the community level, local administrators often lack speciﬁc criteria by
which to measure their performance and/or assess the overall quality of their
emergency management programs.
Given these limitations, many efforts have been directed toward the development of specific measures, techniques, and processes that can be used to better
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evaluate local programs. For instance, Gillespie and Streeter (1987) suggest that
community preparedness – along with program quality – can be assessed by
identifying certain program indicators, such as the presence of critical planning
and training outputs. Expanding on this perspective, Simpson (2006) has developed an index of local preparedness, which incorporates an even broader range of
indicators and allows for a more composite and accurate representation of the
preparedness construct. Other scholars, however, have sought to establish general
guidelines, characteristics, and principles that seek to improve program development and evaluation (Alexander 2002; Dynes, Quarantelli, and Kreps 1981; FEMA
2007; PERI 2001; Perry and Lindell 2003; Quarantelli 1997). Along with these
various items, considerable attention has also been given to the need for industrywide standards, such as those proposed by the NFPA and EMAP. According to
Lindell, Prater, and Perry (2007), industry standards help promote the minimum
criteria necessary for effective program development, while also providing more
consistency and uniformity across different organizations and/or jurisdictional
boundaries.
This study complements these efforts by drawing on their findings and
developing an evaluative framework to measure the overall quality of county-level
programs throughout the nation. In turn, this framework is used to evaluate the
underlying theory that strategic planning enhances (or is at least related to) local
program quality. The notion of program quality, in this sense, follows Henstra’s
(2010) conception and is therefore deﬁned as “the extent to which a local government [EMA] has adopted policies to prepare for emergencies, mitigate their
impacts, ensure an effective response, and facilitate community recovery” (p. 238).
This basic deﬁnition implies that local governments have not only adopted certain
policies but that they are also fully committed to them as a means to ensure proper
implementation, monitoring, and corrective action. To fully capture these elements, the NFPA 1600 standard serves as the primary source for program quality
measures, along with supplementations from the aforementioned studies and the
broader literature. The NFPA standard provides an appropriate reference for the
study, as it outlines a comprehensive approach to program development and
incorporates what many scholars and industry experts consider the basic elements
(or criteria) necessary to build an effective and sustainable emergency management program. The standard subdivides the various components of the program
along six primary dimensions: program management, planning, implementation,
training and education, exercises and tests, and program maintenance and
improvement. However, to simplify the analysis and bring it more in line with
Henstra’s (2010) quality deﬁnition, these program dimensions are condensed and
reorganized as follows: program management, emergency preparedness, hazard
mitigation, emergency response, and disaster recovery.
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Program management refers to the basic elements, resources, and processes
that are required to develop and implement the program. According to Stovall
(2012), it is critical that local programs have a clear sense of direction; that is, they
must be guided by an executive policy that clearly articulates a future vision, a
mission statement, and program-related goals. Such policies should also include
the use of measurable objectives to help facilitate performance monitoring and
program evaluation (Canton 2007; NFPA 2013; Stovall 2012). Along with these
policy items, it is also important that responsibility for the program is vested with a
professional emergency manager, who is not only dedicated to the program on a
full-time basis but also has direct access to the jurisdiction’s chief administrative
ofﬁcer. An effective program further requires that all relevant stakeholders understand their roles and responsibilities and that they endorse the overriding
vision, mission, and goals of the program. As such, it is commonly argued that
program planning and development processes should be characterized by broad
stakeholder involvement (Lindell, Prater, and Perry 2007; Perry and Lindell 2007).
Henstra (2010) conﬁrms this notion and argues that an effective strategy is “to form
a program committee that draws together stakeholders – such as elected ofﬁcials,
local department heads, and representatives from social services agencies – to
discuss emergency management [issues]” (p. 238). As a ﬁnal component of program management, local programs demand strong support and ongoing
commitment from local leaders and key decision makers. Such individuals play a
critical role in providing the resources necessary to support the program, ensuring
the program is reviewed and evaluated on a routine basis, and supporting
corrective actions to address program deﬁciencies (Canton 2007; NFPA 2013).
Emergency preparedness refers to the various actions “taken in advance of
disasters to deal with [the] anticipated problems of emergency response and
disaster recovery” (National Research Council 2006, p. 21). The preparedness
process often begins with a detailed analysis of the hazard environment, as well as
an assessment of current resources and operational capabilities. By analyzing
these basic requirements, local governments are better able to establish priorities
for resource allocation and utilization, determine gaps or critical resource shortfalls, and formulate strategies to acquire resources that are not currently available
(Canton 2007; Lindell, Prater, and Perry 2007; Perry and Lindell 2007). Such
strategies may include developing contracts and procedures for emergency procurement activities, establishing formal and informal partnerships with private
and non-proﬁt organizations, formalizing mutual aid agreements with other jurisdictions, and seeking grant opportunities for state and federal assistance
(Canton 2007; Lindell, Prater, and Perry 2007; McEntire and Myers 2004). An
important output of this process is a well-formulated plan of action for acquiring
necessary resources that are not currently available to the jurisdiction, along with a
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detailed inventory of internal and external resources that are currently available
(Canton 2007; NFPA 2013)
All these efforts should eventually be drawn together and documented in a
local emergency response (or emergency operations) plan. Such plans serve as
blueprints for managing the local response operation. As such, they should be
formulated in accordance with federal guidelines (Jensen 2011) and ensure that
basic requirements are consistently addressed, such as establishing intent and
proper authority; developing a comprehensive management structure; and
describing the core strategies and tactics to support and guide response and shortterm recovery (Canton 2007; McEntire and Myers 2004; Perry and Lindell 2007).
Beyond these items, response plans should also designate assigned roles and
responsibilities for addressing special needs and other vulnerable populations
(i. e., children, the elderly, the disabled, etc.). Not only do these speciﬁc groups
have limited access to critical resources and supportive networks, but they also
tend to occupy substandard housing units, which are often located in high-risk
areas (Burton, Kates, and White 1993; Cutter 2001; Cutter, Boruff, and Shirley 2003;
National Research Council 2006; Mileti 1999). Another important preparedness
output is the development of risk and crisis communications plans. These plans
deﬁne the various policies, strategies, and procedures that local governments will
use to communicate risk and crisis information to the broader public (Perry and
Lindell 2007).
Along with planning and assessment processes, local governments must also
invest in comprehensive training and exercise programs. Perry and Peterson (1999)
argue that training activities function to translate critical planning data into
a coherent and action-oriented program, one that can be implemented by ﬁrstresponders, key ofﬁcials, and other relevant stakeholders. As an extension of
training, exercise programs help to bridge the critical link between plans and
action, and they are often utilized to validate local planning and training activities
(McEntire and Myers 2004; Perry and Lindell 2007; Perry and Peterson 1999; Shapir
1995). According to Daines (1991), exercise programs can help uncover deﬁciencies
in operational plans and management systems; identify emerging issues and
conﬂicts with response personnel and associated staff; and detect any problems
associated with the functioning and operation of equipment and technology, such
as local warning and communication systems. However, to be successful, such
programs must assess the maturity and effectiveness of program plans, procedures, and strategies and fully demonstrate the extent of local capabilities (NFPA
2013). Moreover, they must adhere to a standardized method and ensure that
interactions between response organizations and other community stakeholders
occur in a controlled setting (NFPA 2013). Given these requirements, local governments should adopt a progressive approach to training and exercising; develop
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multi-year plans with clear priorities; establish measurable objectives and afteraction reporting mechanisms to evaluate training and exercise performance at
each progressive stage of development; and ensure that corrective actions are
properly identiﬁed, documented, and tracked to completion (DHS 2013).
Hazard mitigation refers to the various polices and activities that are “taken in
advance of disasters to prevent or reduce the potential for physical harm and social
disruption” (National Research Council 2006, p. 19). Local governments often have
a variety of tools and techniques that they can use to attenuate hazard conditions
and further reduce, if not eliminate their impacts on people and property. However, mitigation activities are most effective when they are facilitated through a
strategic and comprehensive process of local planning. The output of this process
– the mitigation plan – establishes the framework for hazards reduction and
identiﬁes the various strategies, tactics, and projects that will be implemented to
accomplish its overriding goals. Some programs rely primarily on structural forms
of mitigation to reduce hazard exposure and disaster impacts, but programs that
are more effective rely equally, if not more directly on non-structural forms of
mitigation (Godschalk, Beatley, Berke et al. 1999; Jerolleman and Kiefer 2013;
Mileti 1999; National Research Council 2006; Platt 1999). As an example, local
governments dedicated to reducing future losses will often monitor repetitive loss
properties and aggressively target these properties, along with other high-risk
structures and properties, for public acquisition and/or relocation. Not only do
these tactics minimize future hazard exposure but they can also provide signiﬁcant
beneﬁts to the natural environment (Mileti 1999).
In addition to these measures, local governments should also adopt risk-based
land-use planning to prohibit or restrict local development in hazard-prone areas
(Burby et al. 1999; Burby, Deyle, Godschalk et al. 2000). However, where such
development cannot be prevented or sufﬁciently restricted, zoning regulations can
limit the type and intensity of development, while building codes and standards
can improve the overall quality of any building or construction that is permitted
(Henstra 2010). Another powerful tool for reducing vulnerability is linking the
mitigation process with the broader aspects of local comprehensive planning. As
Burby (2005) argues, local governments that establish this link often have less
damage and insured losses in the aftermath of disaster than communities without
such planning. Public education and outreach programs are additional measures
that local governments can use to not only reduce hazard impacts but also promote
disaster resilience. Indeed, local citizens often have imperfect knowledge of the
hazard environment and, as a result, they tend to underestimate the risks and
potential impacts of impending hazards, while overestimating their capabilities to
overcome those potential impacts, even as they evolve into more complex disasters
(Lindell, Prater, and Perry 2007; National Research Council 2006; Perry and Lindell
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2007). Not only can such misperceptions result in the downplaying of hazard
problems, but they can also motivate citizens to forego proper adjustments that
could reduce or eliminate hazard impacts (Perry and Lindell 2007).
Disaster response refers to “[any] actions taken a short period prior to, during,
and after disaster impact to reduce casualties, damage, and disruption and to
respond to the immediate needs of disaster victims” (Tierney, Lindell, and Perry
2001, p. 5). These actions involve the coordination and deployment of mass resources throughout the affected community or broader region and often occur
within an extremely chaotic and unpredictable environment. As such, local governments must establish clear policies and take numerous steps to ensure that they
can implement an effective and coordinated response operation. While many of
these required steps occur in the preparedness phase of the disaster cycle, the
following items and tasks have a direct inﬂuence on the response effort. For
instance, to manage the complexities of resource coordination and deployment,
local governments should identify and establish both permanent and alternative
locations for an emergency operations center (EOC) (NFPA 2013). These facilities
are critical to managing the local disaster environment and are often described as
the “heart” of the response operation (Henstra 2010). Along with establishing a
functional EOC, communities must also adopt and be fully capable of implementing an incident management system to direct, control, and coordinate their
disaster response activities (Henstra 2010; NFPA 2013). Incident management
systems, when understood and properly implemented, can help local governments
better assess response-generated demands, improve inter-organizational coordination and communication, and more effectively allocate critical resources during
the onset and immediate aftermath of disaster (Canton 2007; National Research
Council 2006; Tierney, Lindell, and Perry 2001). Incident management systems
also provide “a clear chain of authority that can quickly orchestrate collaborative
operations by diverse organizations that have little or no previous operational
relationships” (Christen et al. 2001, p. 1).
Along with reliable facilities and coordinating structures, local governments
must further enhance their capacities to deal with the mass convergence of volunteers and donated goods in the aftermath of disaster. A rapid influx of resources
and assistance from organizations and other jurisdictions, as well as higher levels
of government is a common feature of the response and short-term recovery environments. However, the tendency to over-respond to disaster sites, especially
with non-priority items and related services, can hinder the response operation,
while creating additional burdens on the affected community and/or broader region (National Research Council 2006). As such, policies, procedures, and plans
should be developed to better manage the convergence of volunteers and donated
goods. Throughout the response operation, local governments must also maintain
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situational awareness and be able to communicate with the public, direct protective action recommendations, and ensure the safety and health of all displaced
individuals and families. As Henstra (2010) argues, demands for information rise
quickly and dramatically during the initial response period, “as citizens and the
news media turn to public authorities for information and advice” (p. 241). In this
sense, local governments that have drafted crisis communication plans and
adopted more innovative technologies and advanced software programs (i. e., GIS,
GPS, WebEOC, social media, etc.) should be better able to gather and convey
hazard information and advise the public on the most appropriate protective actions (Lindell, Prater, and Perry 2007; Mileti 1999; Pine 2007; Tierney, Lindell, and
Perry 2001).
For most events, public action will revolve around two primary recommendations: sheltering in-place and evacuation (Perry and Lindell 2007). The former
action is adopted when existing structures provide suitable protection from
impending hazard forces, while the latter action requires the physical movement of
people from vulnerable areas, thereby reducing, if not eliminating their hazard
exposure. In either case however, planning measures must be developed that not
only establish the criteria for deciding whether to evacuate but also determining
how the evacuation process will be initiated, implemented, and managed (Canton
2007; Henstra 2010; Perry and Lindell 2007). Another item closely associated with
the evacuation process is the need for sheltering and mass care. As Henstra (2010)
notes, emergency sheltering is required to house people and provide them life
necessities in any major disaster; however, it is imperative when citizens have been
evacuated from the immediate disaster area. Planning for emergency sheltering
and mass care often focuses on identifying appropriate sites or locations, both
within and outside of the local community, organizing personnel to manage the
sheltering and mass care operation, forecasting sheltering needs and services, and
determining how and from where essential supplies and resources will be acquired. Such tasks are best accomplished in close collaboration with social services organizations (i. e., American Red Cross, Salvation Army, etc.) and further
solidiﬁed through formal operational agreements with those same entities
(Henstra 2010).
As the final program dimension, disaster recovery refers to “actions taken to
repair, rebuild, and reconstruct damaged properties and to restore disrupted
community social routines and economic activities” in the aftermath of disaster
(Tierney, Lindell, and Perry 2001, p. 5). The process of recovery is often long and
difﬁcult, and therefore demands that local governments take proactive steps to
enhance their capabilities and better organize their recovery efforts (National
Research Council 2006; Schwab 1998, 2014). As with the other program dimensions, planning for the post-disaster environment is critical, as it helps
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communities to not only identify, organize, and prioritize their recovery operations
but also ensure that adequate resources are available to support those operations.
The basic framework for coordinating local disaster recovery is best established in
a disaster recovery plan, which “anticipates critical recovery functions, identiﬁes
partner organizations, and assigns supervisory responsibilities to various local
ofﬁcials or subcommittees” (Henstra 2010, p. 241; National Research Council 2006;
Schwab 1998; Waugh and Tierney 2007). Along with recovery planning however,
local governments should also develop post-disaster continuity of operations
(COOP) and continuity of government (COG) plans. The former addresses measures
that ensure local governments “can deliver essential services during and after
disasters”, while the latter functions to preserves the structure of government itself
and therefore “deals with measures that ensure government survives during and
after disaster” (Perry and Lindell 2007, p. 222).
Beyond these broader planning elements, an effective program also requires
clear policies to better delineate and guide certain recovery activities. For instance,
in the immediate aftermath of disaster, local governments must have the capabilities to evaluate damages to buildings and infrastructure (Drabek and Hoetmer
1991; Henstra 2010; Waugh 2000; Waugh and Tierney 2007). Damage assessments
are necessary to ensure public safety, prioritize resource allocations, and acquire
post-disaster relief funding and other assistance from higher-level governments.
As such, it is imperative that policies and procedures are developed to ensure that
the assessment process meets state and federal guidelines and that the data
collected are both recorded and communicated in a uniform and consistent
manner (FEMA 2016). Beyond this, Schwab (1998) further argues that communities
should develop inventories of disaster assistance and related-grant programs; preidentify and build consensus around major mitigation and recovery projects; and
establish a local recovery ordinance to better structure, reinforce, and expedite the
post-disaster recovery process. Besides these measures, local governments should
also pre-identify locations for disaster recovery centers (Smith and Wenger 2007)
and develop policies and strategies to support both temporary and more long-term
sheltering and housing (Comerio 1998; National Research Council 2006). As a ﬁnal
item, effective programs should also establish policies and assistance programs to
support the physical and mental health of local response and recovery personnel
(FEMA 2011).
Taken together, these dimensions and features represent the major components of a high-quality emergency management program. However, given preestablished trends, considerable variation in program quality is expected to exist
among the various county EMAs under analysis. As Canton (2007) argues, no
formal emergency management program really exists for many localities. Rather,
what passes for a program is simply a collection of tasks and responsibilities that
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have been assigned to the emergency manager over time, and often “with no
attempt to deﬁne expectations for the program or determine how the program can
add value to the community” (Canton 2007, p. 86). A high-quality program will
therefore demand a more cohesive and comprehensive management approach,
one that not only takes advantage of disparate elements to reduce risk and build
local capacities but also is developed and maintained through an inclusive and
collaborative strategic planning process (Canton 2007). With this understanding, it
is both logical and reasonable to assume that county-level EMAs engaged in
strategic planning activities will have higher-quality programs when compared to
non-strategic planning EMAs, thus leading to the following research hypothesis
(H1): Strategic planning adoption is related to the overall quality of local emergency management programs.

6 Research Design and Methodology
The study used a descriptive, cross-sectional survey design to evaluate the strategic planning practices of county-level EMAs throughout the nation. The unit of
analysis was set at the county level, with the unit of observation being the managing director of the EMA (or other responsible department) operating in each
county under analysis. The overall sampling frame for the study was defined as the
aggregate number of counties that are currently registered in the contiguous
United States, with citizen populations of 25,000 or greater. According to the
National Association of Counties (NACo), the United States has 1,542 counties
meeting this population requirement. The sampling frame was stratified by state,
with proportions calculated to determine how many counties should be drawn
from each individual state. Using a standard sampling formula, along with a 95%
confidence level (margin of error = 5%), the ability to generalize the study findings
required a minimum sample of 308 counties (Giventer 2008). However, the survey
literature suggests that much larger samples are often required to accommodate
low response rates (Bourque, Shoaf, and Nguyen 2002; Mitchell and Jolley 2010;
O’Sullivan, Rassel, and Berner 2003). As a result, the decision was made to include
all counties from the sampling frame in the study, with close attention given to the
ﬁnal sample to ensure proportional congruence among the various states represented.
The study data were drawn from two specific sections of the survey instrument.
The first section focused on strategic planning utilization among the responding
EMAs. The key variable of interest was strategic planning adoption; that is, whether
a given EMA had adopted strategic planning as a management practice. The second section of the survey focused on local program quality. This section relied on a
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Table : Quantitative scoring for the dependent variables.
Variable description

Type

Formula

Program management
Emergency preparedness
Hazard mitigation
Emergency response
Disaster recovery
Program quality index

D.V.
D.V.
D.V.
D.V.
D.V.
D.V.

Pm = additive score/max score
Ep = additive score/max score
Hm = additive score/max score
Er = additive score/max score
Dr = additive score/max score
PQi = (Pm + Ep + Hm + Er + Dr)

Ranging values
.–.
.–.
.–.
.–.
.–.
.–.

mix of categorical and Likert-type questions, which measured program quality
across ﬁve primary dimensions: program management, emergency preparedness,
hazard mitigation, emergency response, and disaster recovery. In turn, quality
scores were initially determined for each primary dimension and then combined to
form a composite (or additive) local program quality index (PQi), with all these
measures being used to differentiate between the two study-groups: strategic
planning EMAs and non-strategic planning EMAs (see Table 1). Data analysis
followed a two-step process: First, the composite quality index scores for both
groups were compared and analyzed using the student’s t-test and analysis of
variance (ANOVA). Each procedure not only provided a comparison of the group
means but also helped determine whether the group means differed signiﬁcantly
from one another with respect to the dependent variable (i. e., local program
quality index, PQi). Once complete, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA)
was performed on the data to determine whether the strategic planning adoption
variable had any differential impact on the underlying dimensions of the local
program quality index. As a ﬁnal step, the item matrix data were analyzed to
determine effect sizes and odds ratios (OR), which allowed further differentiation
across each program quality dimension.

7 Research Findings and Discussion
7.1 Survey Response Characteristics
As previously noted, the study surveyed 1,542 counties within the contiguous
United States that had populations of 25,000 or greater. However, while email
communications were initially sent to the emergency management program directors from each respective county in the sampling frame, a significant number of
the email addresses used (N = 112) were incorrect or no longer active, leaving 1,430
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Table : Frequency Distribution of Survey Statuses among Respondents.
Status variable (Nominal)
Valid

Missing
Total

Withdraw
Partial survey
Complete survey
Total
Informed consent only
System

f

Total %

Valid %








.
.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.

valid contacts. Of these valid contacts, individual respondents from 422 counties
accessed the online survey and addressed the initial question on informed consent, with 412 respondents (97.6%) agreeing to participate in the study and only 10
respondents (2.4%) deciding to reject the survey and withdraw from the study.
Nonetheless, as shown in Table 2, 68 respondents (16.1%) answer no additional
questions (noted as missing), while 87 respondents (20.6%) only partially
completed the entire set of survey questions. As such, the survey completion rate
was 60.9%, while the overall response rate was 18%.

7.2 Strategic Planning Adoption and County-Level EMAs
After answering some general survey questions about their programs (e. g., staffing
levels, funding, etc.) and previous experiences with disaster and mass emergencies, each survey respondent was asked whether they had engaged in any strategic
planning activities to define the vision, mission, and/or goals of their emergency
management programs. While the expectation was that the number of county-level
EMAs that had adopted strategic planning would be relatively low (<40%), the
actual responses to this question provided some surprising results. In fact, as
shown in Table 3, an overwhelming majority of the survey respondents (71.8%)
reported that they had previously engaged in strategic planning activities, with
nearly all these respondents (95.5%) further stating that they continue to use
strategic planning as part of their general management practice. Not only have
many county-level EMAs engaged in strategic planning activities, but they also
reported having signiﬁcant strategic planning experience. The median experience
level among the survey respondents was 6 years (IQR = 8 years, Q1 = 3 years, Q3 = 11
years), with over 25% of the survey respondents reporting that they had more than
a decade of strategic planning experience. Nonetheless, while strategic planning
appears to be rather ubiquitous among county-level EMAs, the data suggested that
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considerable variation exists among the various counties regarding their speciﬁc
outputs and planning cycles.
For instance, when asked if their strategic planning activities resulted in a
written plan, only 75.9% of the respondents answered “Yes,” thus suggesting that
strategic planning may be used informally among the remaining counties in the
final sample (24.1%). Informal strategic planning is rather common in the public
domain, and it can provide significant benefits – perhaps even equivalent to
formal strategic planning – when conducted properly (Bryson 2004). It is therefore
possible that those remaining counties in the ﬁnal sample used an informal process to sharpen their program’s focus, establish a sense of direction and clear
purpose, develop overriding goals and key performance measures, and/or inspire
more strategic thinking, learning, and action (Bryson 2004; Joyce 1999; Nutt and
Backoff 1992; Steiss 2003). Aside from planning formality, the county EMAs
differed even more signiﬁcantly regarding the frequency in which they engaged in
strategic planning activities. As further shown in Table 3, most counties either
conducted strategic planning and/or updated their strategic plans every year
(55.5%), while 12.9% reported that they engaged in these activities every 5 years or
beyond. In reviewing the data, the frequency of strategic planning at least partially
coincides with other planning activities. For instance, 56.4% of the counties
reporting that they engaged in annual strategic planning activities also conducted
hazard and vulnerability analyses either annually or every two years. A similar
pattern was noted for the maintenance of operational plans, as 58.5% of the

Table : Frequency distribution of strategic planning activities.
Variable description
Strategic planning

Strategic planning – continue to use

Strategic Planning – have a written plan

Strategic Planning – update frequency

No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total
No
Yes
Total
Annually
Every  years
Every  years
Every  years
 years/beyond
Total

f

%

Valid %

Cum %
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counties reporting that they updated their operational plans on an annual basis
also engaged in annual strategic planning activities.

7.3 Strategic Planning and Its Relationship to Program
Quality
After reviewing local adoption patterns, the analysis turned to the potential impacts of strategic planning on local program quality. More specifically, detailed
comparisons were made between the various program attributes of the two study
groups: the strategic planning EMAs (treatment group) and the non-strategic
planning EMAs (non-treatment group). As shown in Table 4, fairly weak to moderate but signiﬁcant correlations existed between the nominal strategic planning
adoption variable (IV) and the various dependent, program quality variables
(DVs), including the overall index values for local program quality. The fairly weak
to moderate correlations between the variables at this stage of the analysis were
not overly surprising for at least two speciﬁc reasons. First, program quality is a
complex construct that is impacted by a range of different factors, meaning strategic planning is only one of many variables that can inﬂuence the quality attributes of a program. Second, it is commonly theorized that not all strategic planning
is equal or well executed. As such, the overall quality of the strategic planning
effort may also impose a direct inﬂuence on local program quality – a moderating
relationship that was not evaluated in this study.
However, while the covariance among the variables was fairly weak to moderate, the mean differences in the variable scores suggested that the strategic
planning EMAs – on average – had higher quality program attributes when
compared to the non-strategic planning EMAs (see Table 5). In fact, an
Table : Correlation matrix for strategic planning and program quality variables.

 = Strategic planning
 = Program management
 = Emergency preparedness
 = Hazard mitigation
 = Emergency response
 = Disaster recovery
 = Program quality Index
**Significance (p < .).
***Significance (p < .).
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independent samples t-test conﬁrmed that the mean difference (Δ = 0.38) between
the program quality index scores for the strategic planning EMAs (M = 3.27,
SD = 0.531) and the non-strategic planning EMAs (M = 2.89, SD = 0.586) was
statistically signiﬁcant (t = 5.223, df = 255, p < 0.001). A secondary assessment of the
effect size using Cohen’s d further showed that the magnitude of the mean difference was moderately large (d = 0.679). It was therefore concluded that the
strategic planning EMAs had higher quality programs than the non-strategic
planning EMAs when compared against the composite index for local program
quality. This ﬁnding conﬁrmed the study’s research hypothesis (H1): Strategic
planning adoption is related to the overall quality of local emergency management
programs.
In further reviewing the data in Table 5, similar conclusions could also be
drawn about the mean differences among the groups on each of the ﬁve program
dimensions included in the program quality index. Not only were the mean scores
consistently higher on each dimension for the strategic planning EMAs but the size
(or magnitude) of the mean differences also ranged from moderate to moderately
large. However, to determine whether the differences among the vectors of means
were actually statistically signiﬁcant, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed on the data, which accounted for all the dimensional variables within the local program quality index. As shown in Table 6, the results
ultimately revealed a signiﬁcant, multivariate effect for the relationship between
strategic planning and the aggregated set of dependent, program quality variables
Table : Impact of strategic planning on the program quality index/variables.
Variable description

Groupa

N

Program quality index

NP
SP
NP
SP
NP
SP
NP
SP
NP
SP
NP
SP














Program management
Emergency preparedness
Hazard mitigation
Emergency response
Disaster recovery
a

Mean

Deltab

SDc

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

NP = Non-strategic planning EMAs; SP = Strategic planning EMAs.
Delta (Δ) = SP mean score – NP mean score.
c
SD = Pooled standard deviations among the groups.
d
Based on Cohen (): . = small effect, . = moderate effect, . = large effect.
b

Effect sized
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Table : Multivariate effects of strategic planning (MANOVA).
Variable description

df

Error

F-value

Partial ηb

Power



.***

.

.







.**
.***
.***
.***
.**

.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.

a,b

Multivariate (Omnibus) test
Wilks’ Lambda (Λ) = .

Univariate tests (between groups)
Program management

Emergency preparedness

Hazard mitigation

Emergency response

Disaster recovery


**p < ., ***p < ..
a
Box M’s statistic = . (p = .).
b
Levene’s F (satisﬁed, p > . for all dependent variables).

(Wilks’ Λ = 0.882, F(5, 251) = 6.700, p < 0.001). In other words, the MANOVA
conﬁrmed that one or more signiﬁcant mean differences existed between the two
groups across the various dimensions of program quality. The MANOVA further
revealed that about 12% of the variance in the program quality scores between the
two groups was attributed to the strategic planning variable.
Expanding upon this multivariate analysis, a series of one-way ANOVA tests
was also conducted to more precisely gauge where the mean differences among the
program quality dimensions (i. e., dependent variables) were statistically significant. As shown in Table 6, the results of the ANOVA tests conﬁrmed that the mean
comparisons among each of the dependent variables were, in fact, statistically
signiﬁcant (p < 0.01), with corresponding effect sizes (partial η2) ranging from fairly
small (0.04) to moderate (0.10). Taken together, these ﬁndings not only reinforced
the general conclusion that strategic planning had a positive – albeit moderate –
impact on program quality, but they also showed that it had fairly signiﬁcant
impacts across all the primary dimensions (or functional areas) of the local program: program management (Δ = 0.06, d = 0.471), emergency preparedness
(Δ = 0.08, d = 0.628), hazard mitigation (Δ = 0.09, d = 0.667), emergency response
(Δ = 0.08, d = 0.516), and disaster recovery (Δ = 0.07, d = 0.449). Each of these
quality dimensions was explored further to identify which sub-dimensional areas
(or items) were most impacted by the strategic planning variable.
While the program management dimension (Appendix A, Table A1) was found
to have the lowest mean differences overall between the two planning groups,
several exceptions were noted in the item matrix data. For instance, the item matrix
data revealed that only 47.1% (N = 8) of the mean differences on the program
management item matrix were statistically signiﬁcant; however, unlike the other
dimensions, the size (or magnitude) of the mean differences was determined to be
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mostly moderate to moderately large, with the largest effect sizes coalescing
around the program’s strategic elements. In performing calculated odds ratios
(OR), the data showed that the strategic planning EMAs were nearly three times
more likely than the non-strategic planning EMAs to be guided by not only a
meaningful vision statement (OR = 2.70) but also a clear and well-focused mission
statement (OR = 2.98). Moreover, the strategic planning EMAs were more than
twice as likely as the non-strategic planning EMAs to establish realistic goals
(OR = 2.41) and measurable performance objectives (OR = 2.28), garner full and
active support from their program committees (OR = 2.17), and acquire the resources necessary to manage their programs (OR = 2.22). The data further showed
that the strategic planning EMAs were nearly twice as likely as the non-strategic
planning EMAs to monitor their program performance (OR = 1.98). As a ﬁnal note,
the strategic planning EMAs were more than ﬁve times as likely as the non-strategic
planning EMAs to be fully accredited by EMAP (OR = 5.31).
In reviewing the item matrices for emergency preparedness (Appendix A,
Tables A2 and A3), the analysis revealed that 59.4% (N = 19) of the mean item
differences across both of the preparedness matrices were statistically signiﬁcant.
However, the size (or magnitude) of the mean differences ranged from moderately
small to moderate. The data further showed that the calculated odds ratios for most
of the signiﬁcant items were between 1.49 and 2.43, meaning the strategic planning
EMAs were only about 1.5 to 2.4 times more likely to outperform the non-strategic
planning EMAs on those speciﬁc items. Nonetheless, as seen in the program
management matrix, several exceptions were found in the item matrices data.
Indeed, the analysis revealed that the strategic planning EMAs were nearly three
times more likely than the non-strategic planning EMAs to develop mutual aid
agreements with private sector organizations (OR = 2.58) and entities outside the
jurisdiction (OR = 2.45). The strategic planning EMAs were also nearly three times
as likely to develop risk and/or crisis communications plans in accordance with
federal guidelines (OR = 2.49), establish measurable objectives to evaluate performance in disaster exercises (OR = 2.78) and sponsor at least four local training
workshops in a given year (OR = 2.89).
Similar findings were also noted on the item matrix data for hazard mitigation
(Appendix A, Table A4). In fact, it was determined that 71.4% (n = 10) of the mean
item differences were statistically signiﬁcant. However, similar to the emergency
preparedness data, the size (or magnitude) of the mean differences was found to be
fairly moderate. The data further revealed that the calculated odds ratios for these
items were between 1.30 and 2.74, thus suggesting the strategic planning EMAs
were only about 1.3 to 2.7 times more likely to outperform the non-strategic
planning EMAs on those speciﬁc items. For instance, the strategic planning EMAs
were more than twice as likely as the non-strategic planning EMAs to have adopted
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risk-based, land-use planning (OR = 2.08); address hazard-related issues within
their comprehensive planning processes (OR = 2.78); participate in the Community
Rating System (OR = 2.12); and develop public education programs that focus on
hazards, preparedness, and mitigation (OR = 2.20). Beyond these ﬁndings, the
strategic planning EMAs were also more than three times as likely as the nonstrategic planning EMAs to develop strategies aimed at increasing public access to
program-related education (OR = 3.42).
The item matrices for emergency response revealed that 58.3% (n = 7) of the
mean item differences were statistically significant (Appendix A, Table A5).
However, the size (or magnitude) of the mean differences was categorized as
moderately small. The item matrix data further showed that the calculated odds
ratios for the signiﬁcant items were between 1.97 and 3.09. For instance, the data
showed that the strategic planning EMAs were nearly twice as likely as the nonstrategic planning EMAs to have a dedicated and fully functional location identiﬁed for an alternate EOC (OR = 1.97) and a fully developed CERT program
(OR = 1.97). The data further suggested that the strategic planning EMAs were more
than twice as likely as the non-strategic planning EMAs to have a permanent,
dedicated, and fully functional EOC (OR = 2.24); the capability to implement ICS
and NIMS (OR = 2.29); and a current policy and/or plan for managing donated
goods and services (OR = 2.26). In addition to these ﬁndings, the data also showed
that the strategic planning EMAs were more than three times as likely as the nonstrategic planning EMAs to have standardized procedures, templates, and scripts
for issuing warning messages (OR = 3.09).
For the disaster recovery dimension (Appendix A, Table A6), the data revealed
that 60.0% (N = 6) of the mean differences found on the item matrix were statistically signiﬁcant. However, much like the previous dimensions, the size (or
magnitude) of the mean differences was determined to be moderately small. Still,
the data revealed that the strategic planning EMAs were nearly twice as likely as
the non-strategic planning EMAs to have developed a local ordinance to support
and/or expedite disaster recovery and reconstruction (OR = 1.62). Beyond this, the
data further suggested that the strategic planning EMAs were more than twice as
likely as the non-strategic planning EMAs to have uniform policies and procedures
for conducting local damage assessments (OR = 2.02); an inventory of state and
federal disaster assistance and related grant programs (OR = 2.27); trained
personnel to track expenses for disaster recovery (OR = 2.41); and assistance and
support services established for local recovery workers (OR = 2.17). The data also
showed that the strategic planning EMAs were nearly three times as likely as the
non-strategic planning EMAs to have developed strategies and/or policies to
support long-term sheltering and housing (OR = 2.54).
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8 Summary and Conclusions
This study examined the strategic planning practices of county-level EMAs
throughout the nation, with a specific focus on strategic planning adoption and its
relationship to local program quality. More specifically, the study sought to
address the following research questions: How many county-level EMAs are
engaged in strategic planning activities? Does strategic planning enhance the
quality of county-level emergency management programs? To address these
important questions, the study used a descriptive, cross-sectional survey design to
collect planning- and program-related data from over 300 county-level EMAs
across the United States. Regarding the first research question, the data revealed
that the overwhelming majority of the county EMAs in the final sample (71.8%) had
previously engaged in strategic planning activities, with nearly all of them (95.5%)
noting that they continue to use strategic planning as part of their general management practice. However, while strategic planning appears to be fairly common,
considerable variation was found among the strategic planning EMAs regarding
specific outputs and planning cycles. For instance, only 75.9% of the county EMAs
engaged in strategic planning stated that they had actually formulated written
plans, while the remaining 24.1% indicated that they had never developed written
plans. The strategic planning EMAs further exhibited variation in the frequency of
their planning activities, with most re-engaging the planning process and/or
revising their existing plans on an annual basis.
Regarding the second research question, the analysis revealed that the
strategic planning adoption variable was directly and significantly related to all
primary dimensions of program quality, as well as the overall composite index
for local program quality. An independent samples t-test further showed that the
mean program quality index score for the strategic planning EMAs was signiﬁcantly higher than the mean program quality index score for the non-strategic
planning EMAs. As such, it was concluded that – on average – the strategic
planning EMAs had higher quality programs than the non-strategic planning
EMAs. Beyond this, a secondary MANOVA procedure revealed that the strategic
planning adoption variable also had a signiﬁcant, multivariate effect on the
aggregate set of dependent, program quality variables. The data further showed
that the strategic planning EMAs had signiﬁcantly higher mean quality scores on
each of the ﬁve program quality dimensions when compared to the non-strategic
planning EMAs. Taken together, these ﬁndings conﬁrmed the primary research
hypothesis and provided strong supporting evidence for the claim that strategic
planning can enhance the overall quality of local emergency management
programs. However, it is important to understand that a simple, dichotomized
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analysis between county EMAs (i. e., strategic planning versus non-strategic
planning) only provides a partial view of the planning construct. In other words,
the study did not analyze the characteristics or “conditions” of the strategic
planning process itself, which can also yield signiﬁcant impacts on programmatic and/or organizational outcomes. As Boyne and Gould-Williams (2003)
illustrate, “[strategic] planners are likely to differ in the extensiveness or
intensiveness of their planning” (p. 118). Bryson (2004) conﬁrms this ﬁnding,
while further adding that a well-designed and sufﬁciently comprehensive process of strategic planning is often required to generate positive outcomes in any
organization.
With this understanding, it is clear that the study findings have numerous
implications for emergency management research and practice. Indeed, while
providing important contributions to strategic planning and emergency management theory, this study represents a mere glimpse into the complexities and dynamic inter-workings of public sector strategic planning. Future research will
therefore be required to more fully understand the use and characteristics of
strategic planning in emergency management and ultimately determine its relative
impacts on program quality, operational effectiveness, and organizational performance. Such understanding, however, will not only require more and better
studies in the future, but it will also require a broader mix of research designs and
methodologies. As Hendrick (2010) denotes, it is only through the means of careful
and comprehensive study that we can truly understand the use, implementation,
and impacts of strategic planning practice. Beyond the needs of future research,
the study ﬁndings also highlighted the potential beneﬁts of strategic planning for
emergency management practice, particularly at the regional and local levels.
Nonetheless, while the beneﬁts of strategic planning are promising, the existing
variation in its use and application, along with the current absence of guiding
policies and procedures, present numerous challenges to emergency managers
and their respective agencies and programs. Many of these challenges, in time,
may be resolved through future research and evaluation but some of them will
require more immediate support and policy guidance from the states and the
federal government (i. e., DHS and FEMA). More speciﬁcally, DHS and FEMA, in
conjunction with their state and local partners, should work together to raise
awareness about the beneﬁts of strategic planning, support future research on
strategic planning applications, and develop relevant policies, practical guidance,
and training opportunities in support of state and local strategic planning activities.
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Appendix A
Group comparisons (strategic planning adoption)
Table A: Group comparisons for program managementa.
Variable aescription

Groupb

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
sizee

ORf

Program is guided by a meaningful vision statement
Program is guided by a clear and
well-focused mission statement
Realistic program goals have
been established across all
functions
Performance objectives established for all program goals
Performance objectives used to
identify problems/monitor goal
attainment
Program manager has unrestricted access to key ofﬁcials
Program manager is respected
and has strong voice in the
community
Program committee is composed
of local leaders/key decision
makers
Program committee is very active
in supporting the program
manager
Governing ofﬁcials are routinely
focused on hazard/disaster
problems
Governing ofﬁcials are committed
to and fully support the program
Governing ofﬁcials always support actions to improve the
program
Program has the resources
necessary to be successful

NP
SP
NP
SP
NP
SP
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Table A: (continued)
Variable aescription

Groupb

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
sizee

ORf

Program routinely meets/exceeds its stated goals and
objectives
Status of program budget over
the past  years
Status of program grant funding
over the past  years
Accreditation status of the program

NP
SP
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**p < ., ***p < ..
a
Cronbach’s Alpha = ..
b
NP = Non-strategic planning EMAs; SP = Strategic planning EMAs.
c
Delta (Δ) = SP score – NP score.
d
SD = Pooled standard deviations among the groups.
e
Based on Cohen (): . = small effect, . = moderate effect, . = large effect.
f
OR = Odds Ratios (calculated for signiﬁcant results only).

Table A: Group comparisons for preparedness variables (Assessment/Planning)a.
Variable description

Groupb

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
Sizee

ORf

All local hazards have been identiﬁed, assessed, and documented
All local vulnerabilities have been
identiﬁed, assessed, and
documented
Event probabilities and estimated
losses determined by risk
analysis
Risk assessment considers the
impacts of regional, national,
and global events
Scenarios have been developed
to identify program needs
A comprehensive assessment of
local capabilities has been
conducted

NP
SP




.
.

.

.

.

–

NP
SP




.
.

.*

.

.

.

NP
SP




.
.

.***

.

.

.

NP
SP




.
.

.**

.

.

.

NP
SP
NP
SP






.
.
.
.

.***

.

.

.

.**

.

.

.
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Table A: (continued)
Variable description

Groupb

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
Sizee

ORf

Strategies have been developed
to acquire necessary resources
Mutual aid agreements established with local private sector
organizations
Mutual aid agreements established with local nonproﬁt organizations
Mutual aid agreements established with entities outside the
jurisdiction
Emergency response plan developed in accordance with federal
guidelines
Emergency response plan addresses special needs/vulnerable populations
Risk communication plan developed in accordance with federal
guidelines
Jurisdiction has accurate/accessible inventory of response/recovery assets
Frequency of local hazardvulnerability assessments
Frequency of updates/revisions
for existing operational plans

NP
SP
NP
SP






.
.
.
.

.***

.

.

.

.***

.

.

.

NP
SP




.
.

.**

.

.

.

NP
SP




.
.

.***

.

.

.

NP
SP




.
.

−.

.

-.

–

NP
SP




.
.

.

.

.

–

NP
SP




.
.

.**

.

.

.

NP
SP




.
.

.

.

.

–

NP
SP
NP
SP






.
.
.
.

.*

.

.

.

.

.

.

–

*p < ., **p < ., ***p < ..
a
Cronbach’s Alpha = ..
b
NP = Non-strategic planning EMAs; SP = Strategic planning EMAs.
c
Delta (Δ) = SP score – NP score.
d
SD = Pooled standard deviations among the groups.
e
Based on Cohen (): . = small effect, . = moderate effect, . = large effect.
f
OR = Odds Ratios (calculated for signiﬁcant results only).
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Table A: Group comparisons for preparedness variables (Training/Exercising)a.
Variable description

Groupb

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
sizee

ORf

An assessment of training needs
is conducted on an annual basis
Response personnel have been
properly trained on their roles/
responsibilities
Elected ofﬁcials have been properly trained on their roles/responsibilities
Administrators have been properly trained on their roles/responsibilities
Training has been provided for all
volunteers and auxiliary
personnel
Warning systems have been
developed and are tested on a
regular basis
Communication systems are inter-operable and tested on a
regular basis
A multi-year training/exercise
plan has been developed with
clear priorities
Evaluation is used to measure
performance against exercise
objectives
Corrective actions identiﬁed during exercises are tracked to
completion
Number of local training seminars
conducted in the past year
Number of local training workshops conducted in the past
year
Number of tabletop exercises in
the past  years
Number of local drills in the past 
years
Number of functional exercises in
the past  years
Number of full-scale exercises in
the past  years

NP
SP
NP
SP






.
.
.
.

.*

.

.

.

.

.

.

–

NP
SP




.
.

.

.

.
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*p < ., **p < ., ***p < ..
a
Cronbach’s Alpha = ..
b
NP = Non-strategic planning EMAs; SP = Strategic planning EMAs.
c
Delta (Δ) = SP score – NP score.
d
SD = Pooled standard deviations among the groups.
e
Based on Cohen (): . = small effect, . = moderate effect, . = large effect.
f
OR = Odds Ratios (calculated for signiﬁcant results only).

Table A: Group comparisons for hazard mitigation variablesa.
Variable description

Groupb

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
Sizee

ORf

Hazard mitigation plan developed
in accordance with federal
guidelines
Jurisdiction has adopted riskbased land use planning
Jurisdiction addresses hazardrelated issues in its comprehensive planning
Jurisdiction consistently tracks
repetitive loss properties
Jurisdiction targets repetitive loss
properties for acquisition or
relocation
Program has a well-developed
public education curriculum
Public education focuses on hazards, preparedness, and mitigation
Public education is routinely
delivered via meetings, workshops, and seminars
Preparedness, mitigation, and
recovery information on program website
Outreach strategy has been
developed to ensure access to
program education
Jurisdiction’s hazard mitigation
plan has been approved by
FEMA
Jurisdiction participates in the
National Flood Insurance Program

NP
SP
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–
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SP
NP
SP
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.

.*

.

.

.

NP
SP




.
.

.***

.

.

.

NP
SP




.
.

.

.

.

–

NP
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.
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.

–
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Table A: (continued)
Variable description

Groupb

Jurisdiction participates in the
Community Rating System
Jurisdiction is recognized as a
Storm-Ready Community

NP
SP
NP
SP

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
Sizee

ORf






.
.
.
.

.**

.

.

.

.

.

.

–

*p < ., **p < ., ***p < ..
a
Cronbach’s Alpha = ..
b
NP = Non-strategic planning EMAs; SP = Strategic planning EMAs.
c
Delta (Δ) = SP score – NP score.
d
SD = Pooled standard deviations among the groups.
e
Based on Cohen (): . = small effect, . = moderate effect, . = large effect.
f
OR = Odds Ratios (calculated for signiﬁcant results only).

Table A: Group comparisons for emergency response variablesa.
Variable description

Groupb

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
sizee

ORf

Permanent and fully functional
EOC has been established
Dedicated, fully functional location identiﬁed for alternate EOC
Jurisdiction is fully capable of
implementing ICS/NIMS
Procedures, templates, and
scripts have been established
for issuing warnings
Jurisdiction has a current policy/
plan for managing volunteers
Jurisdiction has a current policy/
plan for managing donated
goods/services
Formal agreements established
for sheltering and mass care
Staging areas and points of distribution have been pre-identiﬁed/documented
Jurisdiction has a well-developed
and fully tested evacuation plan
GIS and other advanced software
and applications used to
manage response

NP
SP
NP
SP
NP
SP
NP
SP
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.
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Table A: (continued)
Variable description

Groupb

EOC has been upgraded and/or
renovated in the last  years
Jurisdiction has an active CERT
program

NP
SP
NP
SP

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
sizee

ORf






.
.
.
.

.

.

.

–

.**

.

.

.

*p < ., **p < ., ***p < ..
a
Cronbach’s Alpha = ..
b
NP = Non-strategic planning EMAs; SP = Strategic planning EMAs.
c
Delta (Δ) = SP score – NP score.
d
SD = Pooled standard deviations among the groups.
e
Based on Cohen (): . = small effect, . = moderate effect, . = large effect.
f
OR = Odds Ratios (calculated for signiﬁcant results only).

Table A: Group comparisons for disaster recovery variablesa.
Variable description

Groupb

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
sizee

ORf

Disaster recovery plan developed
in accordance with federal
guidelines
COOP plan developed in accordance with federal guidelines
COG plan developed in accordance with federal guidelines
Local ordinance to support
disaster recovery and reconstruction
Uniform policies/procedures
developed for conducting damage assessments
Inventory of state/federal postdisaster assistance and related
grant programs
Pre-designated locations have
been established for a DRC
Strategy/policies developed to
support long-term sheltering
and housing

NP
SP




.
.

.

.

.

–

NP
SP
NP
SP
NP
SP
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–
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Table A: (continued)
Variable description

Groupb

N

Mean

Deltac

SDd

Effect
sizee

ORf

Jurisdiction has trained personnel
to track expenses for disaster
recovery
Development of assistance and
support mechanisms for recovery workers

NP
SP




.
.

.**

.

.

.

NP
SP




.
.

.*

.

.

.

*p < ., **p < ., ***p < ..
a
Cronbach’s Alpha = ..
b
NP = Non-strategic planning EMAs; SP = Strategic planning EMAs.
c
Delta (Δ) = SP score – NP score.
d
SD = Pooled standard deviations among the groups.
e
Based on Cohen (): . = small effect, . = moderate effect, . = large effect.
f
OR = Odds Ratios (calculated for signiﬁcant results only).
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